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ABSTRACT 
This study examined freely elicited comments from first-time and repeat visitors to a coastal 
destination to assess their experiences and rating of important and performance of destination 
attributes.  A year-long sampling of visitors provided positive and negative comments relating 
critical incidents as well as a listing of their most important experiences.  An analysis of the 
frequency and order of comments associated with destination attributes were analyzed to 
indicate similarities and differences in ratings from these visitor groups.  In addition, the most 
important experiences were analyzed for the two groups using visualization content analysis 
software to assess experiential differences.  Results show there are nuanced differences between 
the first-time and repeat visitors.  These results imply that first-time and repeat visitors 
experience their vacations differently and relate differently with this destination in subtle ways. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Managers of destination marketing organizations (DMO) and tourism-dependent 
businesses devote much attention to developing and implementing marketing strategies and 
product offerings to increase visitation.  The challenge for managers is to appraise a destination’s 
supply attributes as well as their marketing strategies from the stand point of product offering 
performance across various visitor types.  There is a plethora of literature over the past few 
decades on performance metrics which have focused on psychological factors (Ross 1993; 
Pritchard 2003; Jackson et al. 1996), qualitative approaches (Jamal and Hollinshead 2001), 
mixed methods (Pritchard and Havitz 2006; Crotts and Pan 2007) and the standard quantitative 
importance-performance analysis (Leeworthy and Ehler 2010; Lacher and Harrill 2010) to 
mention an few.  Studies have approached destination appraisals from many perspectives but 
often the recommendations are directed toward specific aspects of the tourism/destination 
experiences.  In reality these tourism experiences are made up of complex interactions between 
individual visitors, product offerings, and expectations (Crotts and Pan 2007).  In this paper we 
argue that research should expand the field of destination assessments to include aspects of 
attributes of product offerings (assets and liabilities) as well as pre-visit experience with the 
destination (image and attachment) which is strongly influenced by repeat visitation.  The goal 
was to combine these constructs into an exploratory model for a comprehensive appraisal of a 
coastal destination.  
In a comparative analysis of qualitative and quantitative assessment techniques, Pritchard 
and Havitz (2006) argue that freely elicited responses used in a qualitative importance-
performance analysis provided evidence of a destination’s assets and liabilities.  They argued 
that contrary to more common quantitative techniques, the qualitative technique identified what 
tourists really think.  Their Western Australia study tested congruence between results of the 
qualitative technique with those from a traditional quantitative importance performance analysis.  
A follow-up study in Charleston, SC (Crotts and Pan 2007) supports the findings of the 
Australian study, that qualitative based scoring can be used to inform theory development, 
industry decisions and ultimately savvy practice. 
On a different tack, work by Morais and Lin (2010) suggested that visitor behavior 
differs depending on the visitors’ position on a continuum ranging from first-time visitors with 
limited familiarity and connection with the destination, to repeat visitors with deep and extensive 
connection with and knowledge about the destination.  Their results comparing first-time visitors 
and repeaters to a hot springs destination in Taiwan revealed that first-time visitors’ intentions to 
revisit, recommend, and resist changing to alternative destinations are predicted primarily by 
destination image.  Conversely, place attachment was the primary predictor of repeat visitors’ 
patronization intentions.  These findings suggest that visitors’ relationship with a destination 
influences the way they make decisions about visiting it.  Namely, repeat visitors are driven 
mainly “by their emotional attachment” to the destination while first-timers are influenced by 
“external cognitive/perceptual evaluations of the destination because of their focus on immediate 
gratification with” their visit (i.e., transactions, pg. 206). 
In this paper we appraise assets and liabilities of a coastal destination and make a 
comparative analysis between first-timers and repeat visitors.  Lego and Shaw (1992) have 
suggested that the use of different metrics captures different dimensions of the relationship 
between destination attributes and trip experiences.  We argue here that comparisons using 
critical incidents, and first-timers and repeat visitors to a destination will yield new insight about 
visitor behavior and provide managers with a more nuanced appraisal of destination assets and 
liabilities across visitor types. 
METHODS 
The population of this study consisted of individuals, 18 years old or older, who visited 
the Outer Banks of North Carolina during 2011.  Data were collected using a self-administered 
survey instrument.  Accommodation property managers were recruited to solicit their guests to 
participate in the study.  These mangers represented the full range of accommodation options.  A 
set number of surveys were distributed to each property manager during each two week period 
during 2011 beginning the first week of January and ending the final week of December.  Each 
manager was given a random start date during the two week period to begin soliciting guest 
participation.  During some of the sampling periods some of the accommodations were closed 
for various periods of time due to weather events and seasonal closures.  Similar to previous 
studies (Bitner et al. 1990; Pritchard and Havitz 2006; Crotts and Pan 2007) three open-ended 
statements elicited qualitative comments regarding critical incidents from the vacation.  Two of 
the statements read: “Please list the three best [worst] things, places, or activities about this stay 
on the Outer Banks” and the third was: “Please list the three most important experiences that you 
are getting out of your trip to the Outer Banks.”  Respondents also indicated the number of 
previous trips they had taken to the Outer Banks.  The survey also included questions soliciting 
demographics, party size, type of accommodation, and trip planning responsibilities.  There was 
a drawing for brand merchandize worth $400 every 3 months to provide incentive for completing 
the survey. 
The critical incidents (best/worst statements) were categorized by three researchers into 
specific destination attributes and then compared for consistency.  Lack of agreement among the 
researchers were identified and then discussed to arrive at consensus.  Importance of each 
attribute was calculated based on frequency mentioned (total count) as well as a scoring based on 
order mentioned.  If mentioned first the attributed was scored a 1, if second a 2 and finally if 
mentioned third then a score of 3 was assigned to that comment.  The importance rating is then a 
ratio of how often an attribute was mentioned and the average order. Counts of both positive and 
negative comments were also compared to determine if “best” incidents out-numbered “worst” 
incidents (B-W) during the sampled visits to indicate a net performance of an attribute. We 
adopted this data conversion technique developed by Romney et al. (1997) to study cultural trait 
salience in Cultural Consensus Analysis; and adapted and used predominantly by quantitative 
cultural Anthropologists in a variety of settings (e.g., Caulkins et al., 2000). 
Triangulation of analysis methods for appraising destination attributes was completed 
through a systematic visual analysis of positive and negative responses using the word cloud 
content analysis software Wordle™.  Verbatim comments were edited to include only salient 
words which were then combined into documents.  The word cloud software produces an image 
of all the words found in a document and presents each word in a font size relative to the number 
of times it appears.  These salient word images were created using positive and negative 
comments for visitor type (first-timers and repeat visitors).  Data of 1442 comments (960 best 
and 482 worst) from a sample of 341 respondents were included in this analysis.  In addition, 
831 comments regarding the “three most important experiences” were included in this visual 
analysis for all respondents and first-time and repeat visitors. 
ANALYSIS 
The analysis began with the examination of the frequency and order of the freely elicited 
comments concerning critical incidents from the vacations to the Outer Banks of North Carolina 
during 2011.  The comments regarding “best/worst things, places, or activities” were categorized 
following the “infrastructure and environment” structure posited by Murphy et al. (2000) and 
reported in Pritchard and Havitz (2006).  There was a total count (TC) of 1,442 comments 
provided by the 341 respondents regarding things, places, or activities during their vacations to 
the Outer Banks.  Most of these comments (884) referred to infrastructure attributes of the 
destination with recreation and food & restaurants topping the list.  For comments regarding 
environmental attributes (558) the natural scenery and local amenities dominated in the number 
received.  The frequency and order of comments were then used to calculate an importance 
rating and a net performance for each destination attribute for first-time and repeat visitors. 
The average order of the destination attributes are based on weighting of the counts of 
comments according to their order as explained above.  In other words, the mean score for 
environmental attributes (1.84) shows that they were mentioned earlier than the infrastructure 
attributes (1.94).  Combining the average order with the total count (TC/AO) as a ratio creates a 
rating of the relative importance of each attribute.  For all visitors to the Outer Banks, 
infrastructure attributes were rated most important headed by recreation.  The most important 
attribute within the environment category is natural scenery.  Performance for each attribute was 
analyzed as a net score reflected by the difference between the total positive comments for an 
attribute and the negative comments made by respondents for that attribute.  For all visitors 
recreation on the Outer Banks out-performed other attributes with natural scenery also showing 
good performance.  Overall, respondents indicated transportation and the weather both had net 
negative performance for the Outer Banks during 2011. 
Analysis of comments from first-time visitors revealed that the average order mean score 
for the infrastructure attributes (1.88) indicates they were mentioned earlier than the 
environmental attributes (1.91; Table 1).  Attribute importance rating for first-time visitors, 
revealed that recreation, and natural scenery, were first and second respectively while food & 
restaurants and accommodations tied at third.  For attribute net performance first-time visitors’ 
comments indicated that recreation, natural scenery, and historic sites all performed well, while 
transportation and the weather resulted in overall negative incidents. 
The average order mean score of comments from repeat visitors revealed that 
environment attributes (1.82) were mentioned earlier than the infrastructure attributes (1.95; 
Table 2).  The importance rating of attributes by the repeat visitors, were similar in order to the 
first-time visitors with recreation taking the top rating, followed by natural scenery.  The repeat 
visitors rated food & restaurants as third most important while accommodation was rated forth.  
Net performance of attributes based on positive and negative comments of repeat visitors 
indicated recreation, natural scenery, and food & restaurants performed the best.  As was the case 
for first-time visitors, the repeat visitors’ comments regarding transportation and weather implied 
overall negative incidents. 
In comparing comments from first-time visitors to repeat visitors the infrastructure 
attributes were more important than the environmental attributes for both groups.  The order of 
importance for the two groups of respondents for infrastructure attributes for the top two 
attributes were the same with recreation being the most important.  For the environmental 
attributes natural scenery topped the list of importance for both groups while local amenities and 
weather ranked second and third respectively for the repeat visitors.  For first-time visitors, the 
environmental attributes historic sites and local amenities where ranked second and third. 
 
Table 1.  Analysis of the first-time visitor frequency and order of best/worst things, places, or 
activities for Outer Banks vacations during 2011 (n = 58)* 
Destination 









 1st B* 1st W* 2nd B 2nd W 3rd B 3rd W ΣB+ΣW ΣCBO/TC TC/AO ΣB-ΣW 
Infrastructure 26 24 29 17 25 9 130 1.88
a 69.3 30 
Food & Restaurants 3 6 7 7 5 1 29 1.90 15.3 1 
Accommodation 7 3 8 3 5 4 30 1.97 15.3 10 
Transportation 1 8 0 3 1 2 15 1.60 9.4 -11 
Shopping 2 5 4 2 4 1 18 1.89 9.5 2 
Recreation 13 1 10 2 10 1 37 1.92 19.3 29 
Tourist Information 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 1.00 1.0 -1 
Environment 29 12 27 8 25 6 107 1.91
a 56.1 55 
Flora & Fauna 3 1 5 0 3 1 13 2.00 6.5 9 
Natural Scenery 17 1 5 0 5 0 28 1.54 18.2 26 
Local People 0 0 1 1 1 0 3 2.33 1.3 1 
Historic Sites 6 2 13 0 7 2 30 2.03 14.8 22 
Local Amenities 2 1 2 6 9 1 21 2.33 9.0 5 
Cultural Activities 0 0 0 0 0 0 0    
Weather 1 7 1 1 0 2 12 1.50 8.0 -8 
*Note: Modified from Pritchard and Havitz (2006:35); 1st B (best) / 1st W (worst), etc. 
aMean score 
 
Table 2.  Analysis of the repeat visitor frequency and order of best/worst things, places, or 
activities for Outer Banks vacations during 2011 (n = 283)* 
Destination 









 1st B* 1st W* 2nd B 2nd W 3rd B 3rd W ΣB+ΣW ΣCBO/TC TC/AO ΣB-ΣW 
Infrastructure 142 123 174 89 169 57 754 1.95
a 
387.0 216 
Food & Restaurants 30 25 62 12 44 12 185 2.01 92.3 87 
Accommodation 32 20 26 19 22 8 127 1.83 69.5 33 
Transportation 4 41 3 22 4 14 88 1.69 52.0 -66 
Shopping 12 17 17 20 31 10 107 2.11 50.7 13 
Recreation 64 19 66 14 68 12 243 1.99 122.3 153 
Tourist Information 0 1 0 2 0 1 4 2.00 2.0 -4 
Environment 136 66 90 37 88 34 451 1.82
a 
247.4 177 
Flora & Fauna 8 14 6 9 10 2 49 1.80 27.3 -1 
Natural Scenery 82 4 34 6 22 5 153 1.61 94.8 123 
Local People 4 6 2 1 7 5 25 2.08 12.0 1 
Historic Sites 18 0 15 0 14 1 48 1.94 24.8 46 
Local Amenities 18 10 25 10 26 8 97 2.06 47.0 41 
Cultural Activities 0 0 3 0 2 1 6 2.50 2.4 4 
Weather 6 32 5 11 7 12 73 1.74 42.0 -37 
*Note: Modified from Pritchard and Havitz (2006:35); 1st B (best) / 1st W (worst), etc. 
aMean score 
The net performance of the destination attributes was also compared between the first-
time and repeat visitors.  For the repeat visitors, the infrastructure attributes out-performed the 
environmental attributes while net performance for environmental attributes was higher for the 
first-timers.  Independent samples t-tests indicated however that the infrastructure and 
environment attribute performance did not statistically significantly differ between the first-time 
and repeat visitors (infrastructure t = -.945, df = 82, p = .347; environment t = 1.596, df = 72, p = 
.115).  Recreation and transportation attributes in the infrastructure category seemed congruent 
for both visitor groups with good positive performances, and low negative performances 
respectively.  In the environment category natural scenery and historic sites both performed well 
while weather was the lowest performing attribute for both groups.  For the food & restaurant 
attributes there were statistically significant differences between the visitor groups (t = -2.590, df 
= 83, p = .009).  A statistically significant difference was also found between the visitor groups 
for historic sites (t = 1.981, df = 64, p = .050). 
With respect to what visitors really think about a destination, the freely elicited comments 
where edited to include only the salient words to reveal similarities and differences between the 
first-time visitors and repeat visitors.  We hoped to reveal visitor behavioral differences to 
inform destination managers’ efforts regarding messages and services provided.  The combined 
“best” comments for first-time visitors (Figure 1) and the combined “best” comments for repeat 
visitors (Figure 2) were entered separately into the Wordle™ software for analysis.  From 
examining the word cloud images it is evident that both groups have a strong positive sense of 
the beach.  A second level of word indicators suggests that the first-time visitors were very 
impressed by the historic attractions available in the area (lighthouse, Wright Brothers, 
Elizabethan, and Lost Colony).  For repeat visitors these historic attractions are mentioned far 
fewer times.  While place names such as Hatteras, Kitty Hawk, Manteo, and Ocracoke appear in 
both figures, they achieved different levels of importance from the two groups.  While the two 
groups both have listed activities and destination amenities it seems from the Wordle™ analysis 
that the repeat visitors have focused on the natural resource attractions and activities available. 
 
 
Figure 1. Word Cloud for first-time visitors’ “best things, places, or activities” during their trip to the Outer Banks of North 
Carolina. 
 
Figure 2. Word Cloud for repeat visitors’ “best things, places, or activities” during their trip to the Outer Banks of North 
Carolina. 
 
From the two documents created from the three negative comments from respondents 
(first-time and repeat visitors) Wordle™ software produced word clouds for first-time visitors 
(Figure 3) and for comments from repeat visitors (Figure 4).  First-time visitors expressed 
negative remarks about lack of time, as well as negative consequences resulting from the time of 
year when their visit occurred.  They also had negative comments related to traffic, as did the 
repeat visitors.  The references to: season, closed (both clouds), open and enough are all 
referencing the lack of things being open during the off season or during storms.  The remaining 
references to negative incidents included place names and specific negative events.  The repeat 
visitors also include place names and specific events however more often they mention negative 
attributes such as mosquitos, weather, and traffic. 
 
 




Figure 4. Word Cloud for repeat visitors’ “worst things, places, or activities” during their trip to the Outer Banks of North 
Carolina. 
Finally, documents were created and edited to only include salient words from three 
responses to the statement on the survey: “Please list the three most important experiences that 
you are getting out of your trip to the Outer Banks.”  The word clouds revealed that first-time 
visitors (Figure 5) were getting experiences related to relaxation and spending time with family 
and friends at the beach, but they also reported exploring historic and social heritage of the 
region, and being active outside.  Repeat visitors (Figure 6) also reported experiences related to 
relaxation, family, friends and the beach, however there were no other experiences which 
dominated this group. 
An examination of verbatim comments revealed further nuanced differences between 
these two types of visitors.  Consistent with findings reported by Morais and Lin (2010), first-
timers were more likely to make evaluative assessments of their experience while repeaters 
tended to reflect on the memories accumulated in the destination, and the role of the vacation in 
shaping ties with family and friends.  Findings from comparison of best and worst experiences at 
the destination emerged as similar with regards to a couple of core attributes; but demonstrated 
nuanced differences with regard to secondary destination attributes and events. 
 




Figure 6. Word Cloud for repeat visitors’ “most important experiences” during their trip to the Outer Banks of North Carolina. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Overall, this study demonstrates the usefulness of conducting a qualitative destination 
appraisal because while a superficial examination of responses suggested that both first-timers 
and repeaters travel to the Outer Banks for relaxation and family time, a more detailed 
examination revealed that the way they process the experience and possibly the way they make 
decisions about repeat visitation are markedly different.  This importance-performance analysis 
of critical incidence at the Outer Banks of North Carolina revealed that the net performance for 
first-time visitors was lower than for repeat visitors.  First-time visitors’ negative comments 
regarding performance of food and restaurants denote their focus on a cognitive evaluation of 
short-term returns on their investments on the trip.  Repeat visitors are more aware of constraints 
faced by seasonal businesses in the Outer Banks and may more willingly defer an opportunity for 
a special experience to a future visit.  Insight from comparison of positive comments and from 
the comparison of word clouds all provide support to Morais and Lin’s (2010) assertion that 
first-time visitors and repeat visitors experience their vacations and relate differently with their 
destinations.  The findings reported in this study are complex and nuanced, leaving us with some 
insights and still with a lot of questions.  The differences between first-time and repeat visitors 
are evidently also very nuanced and complex so much systematic scholarly inquiry is still 
needed. 
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